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Can physical activity support young 
people after the death of a parent? 




Parental bereavement in the public eye
• Prince William (aged 15); Prince 
Harry (aged 12); Professor Green 
(aged 24); Calum Best (aged 24); 
Bobbi Kristina (aged 19 – deceased 
by 22) 
• Parental death can increase risk 
factors such as social withdrawal 
/isolation, depression, anxiety, 
alcohol misuse, drug use and 
suicide ideation.
• It can often take years, even 
decades to seek help and support
Programme of research –
BABYSTEPS project
• 1999 - Lost dad at 20 years old
• 2015 – children lost their dad (aged 
13 and 20 years old) – no idea how to 
help them
• 2016 moved to UoB – Sport and 
Physical Activity Department
• Received funding for programme of 
research on parental bereavement
Parental bereavement in the UK
In 2016: 
• 23,600 parents died
• Leaving 41,000 dependent children 
• A parent dies every 22 minutes 
• 1 in 29 children have been bereaved of a parent or sibling






















(Bailey, 2006; Clough et al.,2016; Eime et al., 2013; Fox, 1999; Ströhle, 2009)
Physical activity and 
Grief-related outcomes
• Physical activity has been shown to be 
beneficial for improving mental health and 
well-being (Hamer et al., 2009)
• Decreases depression/ anxiety
• Improves self-esteem/ quality of life
• Helps control aggression
• Helps with isolation
• Evidence it can support bereavement 
• (Mind over Marathon, 2017)
RQ: Can physical activity support 
bereavement?
A systematic review of the literature
Aim: To examine if sport and physical activity 


















+ linked to 
mortality
Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteriaYear of search - 2019






























identified through other 
sources (n =2)








eligibility (n = 39)
Full-text articles excluded, with reasons
(n =19)
•Investigating physical functioning not physical 
activity (n=1)
•Physical activity not mentioned  (n=11)
•Cancer survivors using physical activity and 
experiencing bereavement but no relationship. 
(n=1)
•No bereavement (n=2)
•Conference abstract or review (n=2)
Studies included in 
qualitative synthesis
(n = 20)






























































Zhang et al., 
(2008)
Residential weekends
Martial arts or Yoga




11 (5/11 exp) Quantitative
Systematic review: 
Results – N=16,612





























• Limited research investigating parental bereavement and physical activity 
• Variety of activities - often non-specified activity or residential weekends
• Qualitative research with small sample sizes 
• Lack of interventions in this area
• No standardized way of measuring grief outcomes (x16 used)
Systematic review:
Conclusions
RQ: What support is available for young 
people who have been bereaved? 
National and Local Bereavement Services
o CHUMS
o Child Bereavement UK
o Cruse




To reveal what current physical activity provisions are in place for young 
people (WHO definition 10-24 years) who have been bereaved.














Aim and Method: 
Study 2
373 Bereavement organisations identified
o 167 Participated
o 206 did not participate
Reasons for non-participation 
Not successfully contacted  (N=139)
Declined to participate      (N=23)
Adult or young children    (N=12)
No bereavement support  (N=19)

























Physical activity offered to support bereavement in young people.
Yes No Not Answered


















































Types of activities offered
The types of physical activity offered by bereavement services. 
Current provision: Results
Number of young people who accessed bereavement organisations
Current provision: 
Conclusions
• 80.8% of organisations don’t offer physical activity 
• Residential weekends are the most offered type of activity
• Many organisations do not know how many young people use their 
services










• Systematic review highlights that research is limited
• No experimental research specifically using physical activity to support parental death
• Studies often fail to mention which physical activity
• Wide variety of grief outcomes used
• Majority of services do not offer physical activity 




• x2 qualitative pieces of work 
– PA and parental death
• x1 online survey
• Intervention with Active 
Partnerships and Local 
Authority - Luton
Get in touch with these guys… 
Belonging
After





Physical activity and 
Sport 
Thank you 
With thanks to ISPAR (funding), 
Jane Williams (PhD candidate), 
Dr Gillian Shorter, Dr Neil Howlett, Dr Julia Fruer (co-
supervisors and collaborators)
Review data 









